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The illicit commerce in drugs remains consistently paradoxical because it defies the 

categories that have been constructed for a systematic understanding of what it is. 

Drug traffickers are considered outlaws and ‘outsiders’, yet their very survival 

depends on remaining as ‘insiders’, with links to local communities, legitimate 

firms, and government institutions. The presence of illicit commerce is typically 

interpreted as a sign of state weakness, chaos, and violence. Yet as the case studies 

in this research have shown, this is not always the case. 

The case studies in ChristianAid’s recent report demonstrate that the illicit 

commerce in drugs could not be explained exclusively in terms of law-like 

generalisations. Poor households growing the crops, drug traffickers protecting the 

trade, and law enforcement agencies enforcing eradication rarely anticipate, let 

alone control, especially in the long term, the outcomes of their plans and 

decisions. There is a great discrepancy between design and outcome, as manifested 

by how more than fifty years after the creation of the 1961 Single Convention, 

‘well-designed’ plans and programmes for a ‘drugs-free world’ have not delivered 

on their promise. These case studies call for a more comprehensive review and the 

discussion of new responses, beyond the narratives on prohibition and legalisation, 

on the ‘world drug problem’ being debated for the UNGASS in April 2016. 
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